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GETTING STARTED  
IN A SCHOOL  
RECYCLING PROGRAM

Texans annually dispose of 
more than 30 million tons of 
trash. That’s more than one 

ton for every person in the state. As 
the population grows, the volume 
of waste, and the cost of disposing 
of it, increases.

Reducing waste is more im-
portant than ever, not just to pro-
tect the environment, but to save 
money as well.

Fortunately, waste is a challenge 
we can do something about. Every 
Texan can make a difference. And 
all Texans should do their part. 
Because schools create waste, they 
should also be part of the effort to 
deal with it effectively. In fact, Texas 
law requires school districts to have 
recycling programs (Texas Health 
and Safety Code, Section 361.425).

This manual is designed to help 
you recycle at school. It describes 
how to set up a school recycling 
program and suggests ways to keep 

it going. Ideally, you’ll want to 
implement a district-wide recycling 
program to take advantage of 
shared transportation and central-
ized storage. 

Some school districts that have 
started recycling programs have 
already cut waste-disposal costs 
noticeably, saving thousands of 
dollars a year. Your approach to 
recycling may vary somewhat from 
the one described here, but the 
steps outlined in this manual 
should help you get started.

You may not be able to imple-
ment all of the suggested recycling 
and waste-reduction practices 
immediately. Start with one of 
them, though, and keep adding 
more as time goes on. Your efforts, 
especially when coupled with those 
of other school programs, will go a 
long way toward reducing waste 
and preserving natural resources.
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Step

ONE
DO A LITTLE RESEARCH

You must do a little research 
before you propose a recy-
cling program to adminis-

trators. If you are an administrator, 
there are things you’ll want to 
investigate before you implement a 
recycling program at your school.

Determine the Level and 
Costs of Disposal Service 
Most school districts pay for waste 
disposal based on volume—on how 
much is thrown away. Before you 
start recycling, it is important to  
determine how much waste the 
school generates and how much 
money is spent on disposal. These 
facts will give you a yardstick to 
measure your waste reduction and 
cost savings through recycling.

You will need to know: 
 ◆ How many outdoor trash 

containers you have; and their 
capacity in cubic yards.

 ◆ The frequency of pickups.
 ◆ The cost of disposal services 

(for an outdoor container, 
there is usually a monthly 
rental fee plus a charge for 
each pickup, or  “pull”).

Get help from your school  
administration to access records  
of waste-disposal-service levels  
and costs.

Conduct a “Waste Audit”  
for Your Campus
By taking a look in your outdoor 
trash containers, you can find out

(a) if your school is paying for 
more disposal service than it 
needs, and  
(b) how much waste could be 
reduced through a recycling 
program.
Since waste volumes may vary 

from day to day or week to week, 
conduct your informal audit over 
four to six weeks, checking the 
outdoor containers just before 
each scheduled collection, record-
ing an estimate of how full the 
containers are, and noting the 
amount of recyclable materials 
they contain.

Keep in mind that illegal dump-
ing in outdoor trash containers 
can be a problem. In other words, 
people outside the school may 
be dumping trash in the school’s 

A simple audit form, partially completed, might look something like this:  

Container 
Location

Capacity 
(cu. yds.)

 

Date
Total 

Contents1
Office 
Paper2

Corrugated 
Cardboard3

Alum. 
Cans

Plastic 
Bottles4

West side 10 9/7 60% 1/2 1/5 1/20 1/10

East side 8 9/7

Cafeteria 
door 6 9/7

Note: The Total Contents column indicates how full the container is. The columns  
for each category of recyclable material show what fraction of the Total Contents  
each material makes up. Columns for recyclable materials can be added or deleted  

as needed.
1 If containers are consistently less than half full when they are picked up, you might 
consider reducing the number or size of outdoor trash containers, or reducing the 
frequency of collections to reduce the cost of your school’s disposal service. (Extra 
pickups can be scheduled at the beginning and end of each term to allow for excep-
tional disposal needs, rather than paying for unused container space all year.) Once 
your recycling program is in place, you will need to reassess your needs for container 
size. This also could save you disposal cost.

2 This category may include any kind of printing, writing, or copy paper, including 
newspapers, magazines, and shopping catalogs. Check with paper recyclers  
in your area to find out which kinds of paper they accept and how much they  
are worth.

3 Estimates should be based on the space occupied by flattened boxes; otherwise, you 
are calculating (and paying for) air space.

4 The most commonly recycled plastic bottles are polyethylene teraphthalate  
(PET, #1) and high-density polyethylene (HDPE, #2). You can find out what kind of 
plastic a container is by looking at the bottom. Check with plastics recyclers  
in your area to find out which kinds they accept and how much they are worth.
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containers. To keep out unwanted 
materials, lock your containers at 
night. This practice will hold down 
disposal costs and ensure that you 
have an accurate picture of your 
waste-management program.

A simple audit form, partially 
completed, might look something 
like the table on page 2.

Contact Collectors of 
Recyclable Materials
Contact your city or county solid-
waste department to determine 
the types of recycling services, if 
any, that are available to schools 
in your area. The city might be 
willing to pick up your recyclables 
or connect you with a commercial 
collector. Your school district may 
have trucks or buses that could 
transport recyclables from several 
schools to a single location to  
reduce commercial collection 
charges. Another option is to 
identify a recycler on your own. 
You may also want to look for 
commercial recycling collectors. 
They can usually be found in the 
Yellow Pages under the listings for 
“Recycling Centers,”  “Scrap Met-
als,” and “Waste Paper.”

Some questions you may want to 
ask are: 

 ◆ Which materials do they collect?
 ◆ What is the cost of collection?
 ◆ What grades or types of paper 

do they accept? (Have them 
explain grades if it is not clear.)

 ◆ Will they pay you for materi-
als picked up at your school? 
If so, how much? (Generally, 
collectors pay by the pound  
or the ton.)

 ◆ What condition should the  
materials be in, and how should 
they be prepared (for example, 
cardboard flattened, white  
paper only, tops off containers)?

 ◆ Is a minimum volume or weight 
required for each pickup?

 ◆ Will they pick up on a fixed 
schedule, or as needed?

 ◆ Will they supply collection 
containers? If so, at what cost?

 ◆ Will they sign a contract for 
the recycling service? (One-
year contracts with an option 
to renew for a second year are 
most common.)

 ◆ Will they help you organize 
and promote the program?

There is no such thing as a 
truly free collection service. Some 
companies will supply contain-
ers and collect recyclables at no 
charge, if the value of the material 
collected exceeds the cost of the 
service. Problems can arise if the 
market value of the material falls 
below the service cost, and the 
school may face either unexpected 
service charges or a loss of the 
program. To avoid this situation, 
schools are encouraged to do all of 
the following:

 ◆ Ask the collector to calculate 
the cost of the collection  
services.

 ◆ Get a quote on the current 
market value of each material 
to be collected.

 ◆ Consider entering into a  
service agreement that  
honors established 
costs for at least a 
full school year.

You may need to deal 
with several vendors if no 
single vendor can handle 
all the types of materials 
you are collecting.

Through your waste 
audit and your discus-
sions with commercial 
recyclers, you should 
gain insight into which 
materials are the most 
beneficial to recycle.

To keep things simple, 
you may want to start out 
by recycling one or two 
basic materials. Once your  
program is running smoothly,  
you can expand it to include  
other materials.

Commercial waste, which 
includes waste from schools, 
institutions, and businesses, 
makes up 35 to 45 percent of 
municipal solid waste.          
 — EPA, 2010

The landfill disposal rate for 
Texas for 2013 was 6.33 pounds 
per person per day. This equals 
more than 1 ton per person  
per year,

— TCEQ, Municipal Solid  
  Waste  in Texas, 2013


